Since 2009, the Tea Party has played a prominent role in American politics, influencing both election outcomes and policymaking. Scholars and political pundits often argue about whether the movement constitutes an authentic economic populist movement within American conservatism or simply is a rebranding of classic conservative politics in the age of President Obama. Much can be discerned about the true nature of an organization by examining its public communications, particularly its online communications. This study analyzes the content of a stratified random sample of 50 local, regional, and state Tea Party websites to assess the true ideology of the political movement and the degree to which that ideology is consistent across the local nodes of this national political movement. The study finds that while economic issues are an important unifying principle among local Tea Party groups, that traditional conservative political causes such as opposition to President Obama, protecting Christian values, and cracking down on illegal immigrants also play a prominent role in Tea Party communications. Additionally, there is little cohesion that exists between the messaging of the local organizations due to the lack of centralized message control in the national Tea Party.
The next most common topics were "Defend the Constitution/Founding Fathers" and "President Obama" mentioned in 48 and 46 percent of the websites respectively. It comes as little surprise that mentions of the Constitution and the Founding Fathers would be common on Tea Party websites given their fetishizing of American history (Lepore, 2010) . Similarly, criticisms of President Obama were not unexpected. Initially, criticisms of President Obama were coded in eight different categories (see Table 2 below), but during the second round of coding, they were consolidated into a single category. Table 2 President Obama lost the popular vote, Tea Party websites were actually less likely to directly criticize him. It is still possible that some of these hypotheses would prove fruitful for future investigations. Unfortunately, it is likely that the lack of significant relationships between these factors was at least partly caused by the simplistic design of this study that only collected data on one website per state.
